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The  Farmer  Cooperative  Service  conducts  research  studies  and  service 
activities  of  assistance  to  farmers  in  connection  with  cooperatives 
engaged  in  marketing  farm  products,  purchasing  farm  supplies,  and 
supplying  business  services.  The  work  of  the  Service  relates  to 
problems  of  management,  organization,  policies,  financing,  merchan- 
dising, product  quality,  costs,  efficiency,  and  membership. 

The  Service  publishes  the  results  of  such  studies;  confers  and 
advises  with  officials  of  farmer  cooperatives;  and  works  with 
educational  agencies,  cooperatives,  and  others  in  the  dissemination 
of  information  relating  to  cooperative  principles  and  practices. 
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RECENT  TRENDS  IN  BUSINESS  RESEARCH  ACTIVITIES  OF  REGIONAL  FARM 

SUPPLY  COOPERATIVES 

by 

Martin  A.  Abrahams en 
Purchasing  Division 


Research  directors  of  major  regional  farm  supply  cooperatives  requested 
that  this  report  be  prepared  by  Farmer  Cooperative  Service.  They  desired 
information  on  trends  in  business  research  as  a  guide  for  planning  their 
research  program 3.  They  also  wanted  to  develop  techniques  to  help  manage- 
ment use  researcn  findings  more  effectively. 

The  Service  sent  a  mail  questionnaire  to  each  association  maintaining  a 
formal  research  department  in  the  fall  of  1956.  The  information  furnished 
served  as  the  basis  for  this  report.  This  questionnaire  gave  particular 
attention  to  such  matters  as: 

1.  Yearly  expenditures  for  research 

2.  Types  of  research  undertaken 

3.  Research  relationships,  which  included: 

(a)  Organizational  structure  for  business  research 

(b)  Research  department  staffing 

(c)  Change  in  emphasis 

(d)  Work  with  other  research  agencies 

(e)  Planning  and  initiating  research  with  operating 
departments 

(f)  Changes  in  methods  of  presenting  findings 

4.  Influence  of  research  on  association  operations 

5.  Encouraging  developments 

6.  Changes  needed 

7.  Impediments  to  progress 

8.  Special  assignments 

9.  Ideas  on  use  of  farm  panels 

Yearly  Expenditures  for  Research 

Information  on  yearly  expenditures  for  research  was  based  on  data  fur- 
nished by  4  cooperatives  for  1954  and  1955  and  5  cooperatives  for  1956. 
Total  expenditures  for  each  year  were: 

Year  Expenditures 

1954  $103,024 

1955  $116,702 

1956  $239,266 

The  greatest  share  of  the  increase  in  1956  was  caused  by  establishment  of 
a  research  department  by  the  Cooperative  G.L.F.  Exchange,  Inc.,  Ithaca, 
N.  Y.  Since  the  activities  of  the  research  department  of  this  association 
may  include  a  combination  of  both  business  research  and  what  is  commonly 
known  as  "product  research,"  actual  outlays  for  strictly  economic  investi- 


Note:  Appreciation  is  expressed  to  research  directors  of  major  regional 
farm  supply  cooperatives  for  furnishing  information  about  the  research 
programs  of  their  departments. 
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gations  were  somewhat  less  than  indicated.  A  previous  study  estimated 
total  expenditures  for  formal  and  informal  economic  research  of  major 
regional  farm  supply  cooperatives  at  about  $300,000  in  1953.  The  data 
here  reported  are  for  formal  research  only. 

Types  of  Res_earch  Undertaken 

Table  1   gives  information  on  types  of  studies  conducted  by  regional 
cooperatives  for  the  period  1952  through  1956. 

Table  1.  Reports  in  business  research  completed  by  regional  cooperatives, 
by  type  of  research,  1952-1956 


: Report s  c omple t ed  dur ing : 

Type  of  business  research  L-JL2J2  :  1953  :  1954  :  1955  :  1956 

Number   Number   Number   Number  Number 

Farm  supply  distribution  18  34  46  38  40 

Business  performance  10  3  16  14  16 

Member  or  branch  operations  4  10  10  7  7 

Member  and  public  relations  5  10  9  4  9 

General  economic  conditions  5  7  5  2  3 

Other  1/  15  3  2/JL3  2/_6  2/  10 

Total _^  57      67      99      71     85 

1/iEncludecl  4  studies  on  transportation  and  3  on  personnel 
2/  Included  11,  4,  and  2  studies,  respectively,  for  the  years  1954,  1955, 
and  1956,  on  marketing  farm  products. 

The  data  reported  show  a  general  tendency  for  associations  to  engage  in 
more  business  research.  The  term  "business  research"  commonly  is  associated 
with  studies  in  many  branches  of  economics,  political  science,  psychology, 
sociology,  history,  and  more  recently,  law,  education,  and  ethics. 
Economic  studies  -  the  most  important  of  many  kinds  of  business  investiga- 
tions -  often  are  described  under  the  following  terms:  sales,  commercial, 
statistical,  and  market  research.  Most  business  establishments,  including 
those  cooperatives  that  have  set  up  their  own  business  research  departments, 
usually  look  upon  such  effort  as  "market"  —  or  less  commonly  —  "economic" 
research. 

Approximately  half  the  studies  related  to  some  phase  of  farm  supply  dis- 
tribution. Many  of  these  covered  distribution  of  some  particular  farm 
supply  item.  Other  areas  that  received  considerable  attention  were: 
(1)  business  performance  of  cooperatives,  (2)  member  or  branch  unit 
operations,  and  (3)  member  and  public  relations. 

At  times  farm  supply  co-ops  showed  considerable  interest  in  marketing 
research  and  in  transportation  problems.  While  studies  relating  to  general 
economic  conditions  and  to  the  operation  of  the  cooperative  were  conducted 
each  year,  interest  in  this  type  of  research  has  declined. 


1/  For  data  for  1952  and  1953  and  for  a  description  of  the  types  of 
research  engaged  in  see  Abrahamsen,  Martin  A.  Business  Research  of 
Regional  Farm  Supply  Co-ops.  Farmer  Cooperative  Service,  U.  S.  Dept.  of 
Agriculture  General  Report  13.  February  1955. 
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One  association  engaged  commercial  research  firms  each  year  and  two  other 
associations  reported  they  relied  upon  such  firms  to  a  limited  extent 
during  each  of  the  last  3  years.  Yearly  expenditures  for  such  studies 
by  commercial  firms  ranged  from  ;,j>13,781  to  |>24,073  and  in  1956  were 
$13,900. 

The  Service  obtained  information  also  on  the  extent  to  which  other  depart- 
ments in  the  association  conducted  business  research.  It  is,  of  course, 
difficult  to  reach  general  agreement  as  to  what  should  or  should  not  be 
classified  as  such  research.  Two  research  directors,  however,  reported 
no  such  research.  Among  the  others,  one  stated  that  their  association 
conducted  financial  analysis  on  performance  of  the  local.  Another  reported 
considerable  analysis  work  was  conducted  with  State  auditing  records  on 
member  associations.   Two  stated  that  their  various  commodity  departments 
conducted  investigations  and  prepared  reports  on  trends  in  distribution, 
performance,  and  the  like.  The  fertilizer  department  of  one  association 
carried  on  studies  of  farmer  acceptance  of  granular  fertilizer. 

One  director  reported  that  the  fiscal  department  has  considered  such 
matters  as  retail  credit  and  department  sales  analysis.  In  general,  it 
was  agreed  that  even  though  these  departments  did  little  formal  research 
they  did  much  day-to-day  work  helpful  to  department  heads  and  management 
in  discharging  their  decision-making  responsibilities. 

In  some  instances,  too,  there  was  a  tendency  for  departments  to  undertake 
or  to  attempt  a  combination  of  product  and  business  research  on  various 
commodities  the  associations  handled.  This  was  particularly  true  for 
such  items  as  fertilizer  and  feed.  Probably  a  greater  portion  of  the 
research  of  other  departments,  however,  was  along  commodity  lines  and 
dealt  with  the  special  problem  of  improving  and  providing  better  commodities 
for  farm  distribution. 

Research  Relationships 

The  relationship  of  the  research  department  to  the  organization  was  con- 
sidered in  a  number  of  ways. 

Organizational  Structure  for  Business  Research.  Two  directors  of  business 
research  departments  reported  directly  to  the  general  manager,  one  to  an 
assistant  general  manager,  one  to  a  sales  manager,  and  one  to  the  asso- 
ciation's business  service  department. 

Research  Department  Staffing.  In  addition  to  the  research  director,  all 
associations  reported  a  secretary  or  a  clerical  assistant  as  a  part  of 
their  staff.  Three  indicated  that  either  assistant  directors  or  additional 
full-time  staff  personnel  were  a  part  of  their  department.  One  association 
had  two  clerical  assistants.  One  association  reported  the  employment  of 
part-time  students  from  a  nearby  department  of  agricultural  economics  in 
its  research  program. 

Change  in  Emphasis.  During  the  past  3  years,  research  programs  showed  no 
appreciable  change  in  emphasis.  One  research  director  reported  that  studies 
varied  with  urgencies  confronting  the  association.  One  comment  was  to  the 
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effect  that  while  emphasis  largely  had  been  on  distribution  problems,  he 
proposed  to  cover  a  wide  range  of  economic  activities.  Another  indicated 
that  in  the  future  he  proposed  to  give  more  attention  to  member  buying 
habits,  to  work  with  local  and  member  associations,  and  to  make  more 
complete  analyses  of  the  data  they  assembled. 

Work  with  Other  Research  Agencies.  All  research  directors  indicated  that 
they  used  the  data  of,  and  maintained  close  contacts  with,  both  State 
and  Federal  research  agencies,  particularly  Farmer  Cooperative  Service 
and  departments  of  agricultural  economics  of  agricultural  colleges. 
Reference  already  has  been  made  to  commercial  research.   Two  associations 
reported  making  grants  and  supporting  assistant  ships-  on  cojrabdity  research} 
one  to  a  considerable  degree. 

Planning  and  Initiating  Research  with  Operating  Departments.  One  research 
director  indicated  that  more  emphasis  would  be  given  to  developing  rela- 
tions with  operating  divisions  of  the  cooperative.  Another  indicated  that 
he  tried  to  coordinate  research  with  personnel  in  the  operating  divisions 
but  in  a  number  of  instances  he  found  these  divisions  "too  busy"  to  do 
the  necessary  painstaking  and  careful  work  that  is  a  part  and  parcel  of 
effective  research  procedure. 

Another  association  indicated  that  in  the  future  it  planned  to  expand  its 
research  work  to  consider  farmer  attitudes.  Another  expected  to  give  more 
attention  to  farm  testing  of  various  commodities  and  to  determining 
priorities  for  their  research  studies. 

In  general,  there  appeared  little  coordination  between  business  research 
and  so-called  commodity  research  except  in  one  association  where  all' 
research  was  under  the  same  director.  One  director  reported  that  he 
worked  with  the  agricultural  chemist.  Another  stated  that  he  maintained 
informal  contact  with  commodity  people  and  another  reported  little  or  no 
communication  with  commodity  departments. 

Changes  in  Methods  of  Presenting  Findings.  Among  the  trends  prevalent  were 
these: 

1.  Developmait  of  one-page  summaries  for  management  with  more  detailed 
reports  for  those  desiring  further  details. 

2.  Greater  tendency  toward  written  reports  with  stress  on  the  use  of 
charts  and  graphs  —  this  item  was  emphasized  by  three  associations. 
One  director,  for  instance,  stated  that  in  the  future  he  planned  to  use 
less  narrative  and  tell  more  of  the  story  with  the  use  of  tables  and 
charts.  Another  indicated  that  their  findings  were  reviewed  by  top 
management  before  being  presented  to  staff  groups.  Another  complained 
about  the  lack  of  time  to  discuss  in  detail  their  findings  with  management. 

Influence  of  Research  on  Association  Operations 

All  directors  who  had  conducted  research  over  the  3-year  period  stated 
that  they  believed  they  had  favorably  influenced  association  operations. 
Among  the  specific  indications  of  such  change  as  stated  by  individual 
research  directors  were  the  following: 
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1.  Expansion  undertaken  was  supported  by  research  studies. 

2.  Plant  food,  broiler  processing,  and  grain  terminal  facilities  were 
established.  All  were  developed  and  locations  determined  as  a  result 
of  research. 

3.  Research  determined  market  potential  for  use  by  managers  of  two 
associations  in  their  policy  decisions. 

4.  One  association  gave  more  recognition  to  the  large  patron  as  a  result 
of  research. 

5.  Through  research  one  director  stated  that  the  association  had  put 

a  brake  on  certain  proposed  projects  that  were  not  carefully  thought  out. 

6.  One  director  reported  area  problems  had  been  spotted. 

7.  With  respect  to  fertilizer  one  director  stated: 

A.  Condition  had  been  improved. 

B.  Opinion  on  50-pound  bags  had  been  determined. 

C.  Views  on  local  blending  had  been  ascertained. 

8.  Research  had  influenced  thinking  on  plant  locations. 

9.  A  more  objective  approach  by  management  had  resulted  in  consideration 
of  operating  problems. 

Encouraging  Developments 

Encouraging  developments  for  research  departments  was  the  growing  acceptance 
of  such  work  by  cooperative  management.   This  was  expressed  by  the  various 
research  directors  as  follows: 

1.  Management  became  more  aware  of  the  benefits  of  research. 

2.  Staff  members  better  understood  the  use  of  sampling. 

3.  Management  more  readily  accepted  research  findings. 

4.  Management  used  findings  of  research  more.  The  influence  of  findings 
on  plant  location  and  advice  on  irrigation  were  indications  of  growing 
recognition  by  management . 

Changes  Needed 

When  asked  to  comment  on  changes  needed  to  do  a  better  job,  research 
directors  gave  these  suggestions: 

1.  Expand  activities  to  include: 

A.  The  use  of  panels 

B.  Depth  interviewing  of  members 

C.  Greater  use  of  State  and  Federal  research  agencies 
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2.  Reporting  higher  up  the  scale  to  management.   "This  department  feels 
that  it  is  assembling  good  informtion  but  little  is  done  about  it." 

3.  Doing  a  better  job  on  fewer  studies. 

4.  Adding  personnel  to  the  staff  of  the  research  department. 

Impediments  to  Progress 

Along  somewhat  similar  lines  research  directors  listed  the  following 
impediments  to  doing  the  job  needed: 

1.  The  need  for  better  liaison  relations  between  the  research  department 
and  the  other  departments  in  the  association. 

2.  Other  assignments  that  from  time  to  time  have  hampered  research  efforts. 

3.  Not  enough  emphasis  to  planning  research.  On  this  point  one  director 
said,  "We  are  inclined  to  wait  until  the  day  of  rekoning  and  then  to 

do  quite  a  superficial  job." 

4.  Lack  of  staff  and  lack  of  an  experienced  director  —  a  point  mentioned 
by  two  directors. 

Special  Assignments 

The  growing  recognition  of  the  role  of  the  research  director  is  indicated 
by  their  special  assignments  which  they  said  included: 

1.  Devoting  10  to  15  percent  of  time  to  preparing  articles  for  the 
membership  publication. 

2.  Being  continually  asked  by  management  of  staff  for  economic  and 
statistical  information. 

3.  Preparing  data  for  talks  which  averaged  4  or  5  a  year. 

4.  Devoting  10  to  15  percent  of  their  time  to  analysis  of  information 
from  trade  associations,  economic  releases,  agricultural  releases,  and 
economic  publications. 

Ideas  _on  Use  of  Farm  Panels 

Two  associations  were  using  panels.  The  other  three  were  considering  or 
have  considered  using  them.  One  stressed  that  economy  was  a  big  point  in 
the  use  of  panels  and  that  it  completed  9  to  10  studies  a  year  through  the 
use  of  its  panel.  Another  indicated  that  its  panel  was  used  in  one  form 
or  another  on  perhaps  75  percent  of  its  studies. 

While  one  association  using  a  panel  indicated  that  economy  was  a  big  point, 
another  director  stated  that  they  were  not  using  the  panels  because  they 
were  considered  too  costly. 
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Observations 

While  economic  research  on  the  part  of  farm  supply  cooperatives  lagged 
appreciably  behind  comparable  firms  in  similar  types  of  business,  the 
following  conclusions  seem  warranted: 

1.  Regional  farm  supply  cooperatives  showed  a  decided  and  growing  interest 
in  economic  research. 

2.  Cooperative  research  studies  continued  to  emphasize  problems  of  farm 
supply  distribution,  business  performance,  effectiveness  of  member  and 
branch  unit  operations,  and  member  and  public  relations. 

3.  Like  any  comparatively  new  development,  there  are  problems  of  establish- 
ing effective  relationships  within  associations.  The  extent  to  which  this 
is  achieved,  of  course,  may  depend  as  much  on  the  ability  of  the  research 
worker  as  a  psychologist  as  on  his  training  as  an  economist.  Directors 
reported,  however,  that  such  matters  as  developing  good  working  relations 
with  management  include  getting  the  confidence  of  staff  personnel. 

One,  and  perhaps  the  first,  responsibility  for  improving  relations  within 
the  association  rests  with  the  research  director.  It  was  well  put  by  one 
individual  who  said:  "We  are  growing  all  the  time.  All  we  need  to  do  is 
to  demonstrate  what  we  can  do  and  management  will  support  our  activities." 

However,  it  should  be  emphasized  that  management  has  a  real  responsibility 
for  selecting  well  trained  and  competent  research  directors  and  then  train- 
ing itself  to  understand,  appreciate,  and  effectively  use  the  information 
that  research  directors  and  their  staffs  can  make  available.  Problems  in 
establishing  business  by  farm  supply  regionals  are  discussed  in  detail  in 
FCS  General  Report  13. 
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